This two-stage study seeks to help public librarians become better prepared, and more confident and competent when answering medical/health questions. At the first stage, eleven barriers public librarians often encounter in the consumer health reference interview were identified through a comprehensive literature review, and at the second stage, input from professional consumer health librarians on how to overcome the barriers was gathered via a qualitative survey. Findings of the study provide concrete and practical strategies that will help public librarians more successfully conduct the reference interview to assist library users in their health information seeking journey.
Introduction
There has been a growing demand for consumer health information as patients become more active in managing their health and health care (Kaiser 2005) . Merely 36% of adults considered their physicians to be a primary source of medical information (Sprang and Baker 2000) .
Nowadays, patients are no longer passive recipients of medical care. To better meet their health care needs, it is important to have efficient and effective access to high-quality and comprehensible health information, and public libraries are uniquely positioned to play a supporting role in this regard (Lyon 2001; Baker and Manbeck 2002) . They provide a no-cost, convenient way to assist the public in navigating health information resources, fulfilling their health information needs, and ultimately improving their health literacy (Zionts, Apter, Kuchta, and Greenhouse 2010). The public library is often the first place many people consult when seeking information on important health topics, such as health care coverage eligibility, disease prevention and treatment (Zionts et al. 2010; Westermann-Cicio 2003) . Health information is generally considered one of the top-five or top-ten topics of interest to public library users, and health-related questions account for as many as 60% of the total reference questions (Wood, shown substantial variability (Wood et al., 2000) . Since users may rely on the health information obtained from libraries to make important decisions regarding their personal wellbeing, it is suggested that librarians be mindful of the far-reaching implications of their service and be adequately prepared (Orban, 2005) .
In a nation-wide study to identify public librarians' need for professional development in the provision of consumer health information, Luo and Ta Park (2013) identified health reference interview to be one of the most desired training topics. The National Network of Libraries of Medicine believes that consumer health questions present special challenges to the reference interview process (NNLM 2014) -consumers may have incomplete information about their health condition and may be unfamiliar with medical terminology; the information needed may be about a sensitive issue, such as a mental health condition; the consumer may be nervous, embarrassed, upset, and emotional; often the individual has been newly diagnosed, or a loved one has been newly diagnosed; consumers may have unreasonable expectations, for instance, they may want a straightforward answer to a complex medical question, when in reality, this kind of information may be difficult or impossible to find; consumers may be concerned about confidentiality, anonymity, and security, especially about personal health information transmitted electronically to a librarian; consumers may be confused about the role of the librarian, and they might assume that the librarian can advise them on making health care decisions; librarians may be concerned about providing incorrect information or negative information (e.g., the expected life span for someone with a specific medical condition).
To help public librarians, who tend to be generalists and usually receive no training in consumer health information services, become better prepared in answering consumer health questions, this study seeks to identify the best practices for consumer health reference interview through an in-depth literature analysis and a qualitative survey. Results of the study will yield insights regarding how to address the challenges inherent in consumer health reference transactions and how to successfully conduct the reference interview. Educators can also draw on this knowledge as they develop programs that prepare public librarians for consumer health information services.
Study Procedures
The study was a two-stage study. The first stage consisted of a comprehensive review of the literature about consumer health information services in public libraries. The literature review identified an array of barriers public librarians encounter when answering consumer health questions, such as barriers related to interpreting library users' information needs, barriers related to locating/searching/evaluating consumer health information resources, and barriers related to handling health questions of sensitive nature. At the second stage, an online qualitative survey study was conducted among professional consumer health librarians at medical or health libraries, seeking their input regarding how to help public librarians successfully conduct the consumer health reference interview.
The survey questionnaire was developed on the basis of the literature review.
It contained eleven open-ended questions. In each question, a specific barrier recognized in the literature was presented, and then the survey respondents were asked to provide advice on how public librarians can overcome the barrier based on their own experience. The sample of survey respondents was selected using the non-probability sampling method -judgmental sampling (Babbie 2012) . Using the member directory of the National Network of Libraries of Medicine (NNLM), a list of 621 full network members that serve health care consumers was compiled.
Librarians working at these libraries with the title "Reference Librarian" or "Consumer Health Librarian" were judged to be professional consumer health librarians and thus satisfied the study criteria.
An email message was sent to the each librarian, explaining to them about the purpose and procedures of the study, and inviting them to complete the online survey and share their experience to help public librarians better conduct the consumer health reference interview.
Out of the 621 emails, 29 were met with either a delivery failure notice or an "Out of Office" automatic response, making the total number of the actual email recipients 592. The survey was available for three weeks, and a reminder was sent one week before the closing date.
A total of 115 completed survey questionnaires were received, indicating a response rate of 19.4%. For an online survey, this is an acceptable rate. Email has historically tended to be associated with relatively low response rates (Schaefer and Dillman 1998) . In Dykema, Stevenson, Klein, Kim, and Day's (2013) research on increasing response rates, they obtained a response rate of 19% for their email survey. Compared to that, the response rate in this study falls within the reasonable range.
Results
This section is organized by the survey question. Each question targeted a specific barrier that public librarians encounter when answering consumer health questions. Under each question, the barrier is explicitly described, with support from the literature, and then survey responses are presented to illustrate how to overcome that barrier. "Q1. What are the information resources that public librarians should become familiar with in order to effectively answer consumer health questions?" (Corresponding barrier -public librarians' limited knowledge of health information resources) Librarians' familiarity with common health concerns and resources is key to success in providing consumer health information services (Eberle 2005 surveyed 83 public librarians in North Carolina and found that they rated their knowledge in accessing health information as merely 3.4 on a 5-piont scale (1=very little and 5=a great deal).
In a more recent study (Luo and Ta Park 2013) , the lack of knowledge about available medical/health information sources was reported by public librarians as one of the top challenges when answering consumer health questions.
To help public librarians expand and enrich their knowledge of health information resources, the survey respondents made a variety of suggestions, as shown in libraries)
The public library is expected to meet a broad spectrum of user needs and cannot emphasize health-related services and resources disproportionable to other valued services (Kaiser, 2005 • Health and medical reference books, such as an encyclopedic medicine collection, a good dictionary with appendices that have reference lab values and growth charts, a family health manual, and physician directories.
• Titles covering various medical/health specialties (e.g. anatomy, physiology, pregnancy, child birth, wellness, alternative therapy), drugs, and chronic and diseases (e.g. diabetes,
cancer, high blood pressure, and mental health). It is important that the titles are consumer-oriented and not written at a clinical level. For instance, the most useful books about diseases would be those on self-management of the disease and/or special diets.
• Titles from reputable organizations such as the American Cancer Society, American
Diabetes Association, American Academy of Pediatrics, American Heart Association, Johns Hopkins Press, Mayo Clinic, Cleveland Clinic , Oxford University Press, Jones and Bartlett, Routledge, JAMA, Merk, Harvard Health, and Krames.
• Basic health databases such as Gale's Health and Wellness Resource Center and EBSCO Health Library. Be a Survivor by Vladimir Lange. Table 2 . Titles recommended for a core consumer health collection at a public library
It is also worth noting that 10% of the respondents indicated that they either didn't have a print consumer health collection or never use print resources to answer consumer health questions.
Others also heeded the collection of print titles because they become outdated quickly, as one To help public librarians more effectively search and locate relevant information, the survey respondents suggested the following strategies:
• Different user needs/literacy levels require different sources and different approaches. and "direct efforts to providing appropriate resources for patrons' literacy level".
• The first choice should always be reliable sources such as MedlinePlus, PubMed, or professional associations. MedlinePlus' advantages are well recognized -the information is consumer oriented and easy to understand, the search function is intuitive, and it is an authoritative source with links to trustworthy external sites.
PubMed is suited for more advanced information needs and there are free tutorials that public librarians can use to hone their search skills (http://www.nlm.nih.gov/bsd/disted/pubmed.html).
• Google can be helpful when used to verify spelling. When using Google to search for information, it's important to focus on .org or .gov sites. Using Google Scholar over
Google if the user is educated or has some medical/science training, and needs more advanced information.
• Some useful search strategies include 1) start with the simplest possible search string, then use filters to get more specific if need be; 2) use the most recent encyclopedic sources and dictionaries to establish a baseline understanding, and keep notes as the • Evaluating information is critical, as one respondent commented "I'd emphasize evaluating search results over formulating a precise search strategy. For example, a
Google search for breast cancer can yield credible results as long as the librarian knows how to interpret those (i.e. from a non-commercial, government, or clinical website)."
The "Evaluating Health Information" page from Medline Plus (http://www.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/evaluatinghealthinformation.html) is a good place to start learning about how to evaluate online health information.
• Knowledge of basic medical terminology is helpful.
• It is helpful to take the free courses provided by the National Libraries of Medicine, and it is also advisable to take courses through the Medical Library Association to earn a specialization in consumer health.
• Consult local hospital/medical librarians if the user question is too difficult. The survey respondents also alluded to the importance of determining the library users' health literacy level and therefore finding the most appropriate information for them. This issue is also covered in the survey questionnaire and will be addressed later in the Results section. • How can I best help you with your question?
• Tell me briefly and only as much as you want to share about your or your friend's health concern and what you'd like to know.
Questions seeking to understand what users already about the topic
• Where have you tried looking already?
• What information have you already found on this topic?
• What have you already read, seen, or heard about it?
Questions aiming to determine how users intend to use the information
• It would help me to understand how you intend to use this information.
• What is this information for (health care decision, school project, curiosity, etc.)?
Questions seeking to clarify the condition/treatment that users inquire about
• I am not familiar with that term. Do you have its spelling?
• What part of the body does this involve?
• What did you doctor say, have you written it down for me to look at?
• Where did you hear the term? (response could be: evening news; diagnosis; my cousin told it to me)
• Have you been given a diagnosis?
• Is this a new diagnosis?
• What is the drug treatment for?
• Does this question concern an infant, a child, or an adult?
• I think you are saying you need information about..... is that right?
Questions seeking to identify the specific aspect of the topic
• What about the disease are you looking for -i.e., symptoms, treatment, diagnosis, or prognosis?
• There are many types of cancer. What type would you like to know about?
• Try to get as specific information as possible, i.e., if someone asks for information on Paget's disease are they talking about bone or breast?
• Do you need current or historical information?
Questions eliciting details about the audience of the information
• Are you finding this information on behalf of another person?
• Do you have access to the internet?
• Would you prefer that I look for research articles or the same literature your doctor may read, or do you want something more "plain language?"
Questions about users' preferred format/length/language of the
• Do you prefer graphics (pictures) ,text (words) or videos (Youtube)?
• What language do you need the information in?
• Would you like me to show you how to use some of the available online information resources or would you prefer that I find you a book or handout you can take with you?
Questions verifying the fulfillment of users' information need
• How well does this (article, information) answer your question?
• Is this helping? Is this information helpful or do you need more?
• Please feel welcome to come back if you need anything else. In this survey, consumer health librarians shared their experience and offered the following suggestions on helping reluctant patrons:
• Offer to have the conversation in a private and safe location, and ensure the confidentiality of the conversation.
• Build rapport through positive body language (e.g. warm and relaxing smile) and active • Show compassion and sympathy, but be neutral, non-judgmental and professional, as indicated in these comments -"the more matter of fact I am with the customer, the less they feel uncomfortable" and "if you can say "bowel movement" without embarrassment, they can too".
• Patiently explain to users why librarians need to ask clarifying questions -to best help them find what they need.
• Never assume that the person asking the question is the person with the medical condition.
• Provide a range of options for users to ask questions and receive help -for instance, have users fill out a request form or write down their questions, or suggest basic and general information (e.g. a medical encyclopedia or MedlinePlus) for them to view in private, and check back with them to see if they have any questions.
• challenging for librarians to interpret and answer them. Allcock (2000) and Thomas (2005) suggested that it may be more appropriate to send the user back to the health care professional in order to verify information on the personal condition prior to seeking more information based on a vague reference. They believed that it is not up to the librarian to try to guess what the user means. In fact, it is essential that librarians learn that they should get used to saying "call your doctor".
The survey respondents mostly agreed with Allcock (2000) and Thomas (2005 In this survey, respondents shared the following strategies they found useful in assessing users' literacy level:
• Assume low literacy level. People are under stress when they have a health concern, and that alone lowers their ability to take in information. A respondent even shared a personal story to illustrate this point -"I am a graduate degreed health science librarian, but when I was diagnosed with cancer, my literacy level at that moment was not to be trusted by librarians that served me."
• Start with consumer-oriented sources like MedlinePlus and observe how users respond to them. If they express an interest in images or pictures, this could be an indicator that they have difficulty reading. If they find the information too basic and request new or advanced research, this would mean that they have a higher literacy level.
• Assess the vocabulary used by the user when describing their questions -are they using medical jargon correctly, are they struggling with medical terms, can they explain what they are looking for coherently?
• Ask proper questions in the reference interview to glean information about the user's literacy level, such as 1) what their background is on this topic, and how much they already know or have read about it (e.g. if a person has had a long standing diagnosis of diabetes, they will not want introductory information, and may be asking for latest treatments or genetic information); 2) whether they have computer and internet access;
3) how they rate themselves as a reader; and 4) what types of information they prefer (e.g. journal articles, books, pamphlet, videos, information written for lay people, nurses or doctors).
"Q10. What are your suggestions on handling difficult user behavior? (Corresponding barrierchallenges in handling difficult user behavior in consumer health reference interview) Eberle (2005) pointed out that library users with mental illness may be difficult to work with because they tend to be nervous, stressed, or agitated and emotional states could promote unreasonable expectations of the librarian. In this survey, the respondents added that library users can be emotional and upset as they are working through their anxiety and angst over a newly diagnosed, terrifying health situation. It is important that librarians do not take their attitude personally. Being a patient listener can be helpful, as one respondent commented, "a lot of times they just need someone to listen to them so I will listen and let them vent; that will often allow them to calm down."
When handling users with unreasonable demands, the respondents suggested setting a limit on the number of inquiries they could submit during a certain period of time, the number of articles that could be printed out for them, and the amount of time the librarian can spend on their inquiry while there are others waiting. It is also advisable to ask a colleague for help, and one respondent shared the idea of having "some sort of signal or code so other staff can assist if needed."
Overall, the respondents all agreed that it is crucial to maintain professionalism when users exhibit difficult behavior -be patient, calm, empathetic, and polite, and in the meantime be firm, especially about the extent of assistance the librarian can provide. Reassuring language can be helpful in rapport-building, such as "I can understand why this is frustrating for you," and In response to this challenge, the survey respondents suggested the following two ideas:
• Put a disclaimer in visible places (e.g. on pamphlets or other print documents related to the library's consumer health information services; on a sign near the print consumer health collection; on the consumer health information section of the library Website.
Exemplar disclaimer language shared by the survey respondents included: 
Discussion
Seeking the input from professional consumer health librarians, this study presents an up-to- 
Conclusion
Public libraries are a crucial venue for people to access reliable, credible and current health information. With the passing of the Affordable Care Act, more and more people are seeking help from public librarians as they navigate the complex health care system and make health care decisions (Liu 2014, personal communications). Thus, it has become increasingly important for public librarians to be well equipped with the knowledge and skills to properly answer users' medical/health questions. To that end, this study has identified the barriers public librarians face when conducting the consumer health reference interview from a comprehensive literature review, and elicited ideas from professional consumer health librarians on overcoming them. It is the author's hope that this study will provide public librarians with a systematic, thorough and concrete understanding of how to appropriately interpret users information needs, gauge their literacy level, and searching/locating/evaluating/communicating the most relevant, reliable and credible health information to them. Educators may also benefit from this study and use the findings to enhance the content and delivery of consumer health information training. Adequately prepared public librarians will lead to optimized user experiences, which will ultimately contribute to the improvement of the collective health literacy level of our citizenry.
